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Abstract
Nanoindentation creep and loading rate change tests were employed to examine the rate sensitivity (m) and
hardness of nanocrystalline tetragonal Ta films. Experimental results suggested that the m increased with the
decrease of feature scale, such as grain size and indent depth. The magnitude of m is much less than the
corresponding grain boundary (GB) sliding deformation with m of 0.5. Hardness softening behavior was observed
for smaller grain size, which supports the GB sliding mechanism. The rate-controlling deformation was interpreted
by the GB-mediated processes involving atomic diffusion and the generation of dislocation at GB.
Introduction
Much research interest has been focused on uncovering
the novel plastic deformation mechanisms of nanocrys-
talline (NC) metals over the last two decades [1-5]. As
the average grain size (d) decreases to less than 100 nm,
grain boundary (GB)-mediated processes, such as GB
diffusion and sliding, become increasingly more impor-
tant during plastic deformation [6]. Molecular dynamic
simulation [1], bubble raft model [2], and experimental
results [3] suggested that the corresponding critical d of
NC Cu and Ni for softening behavior is below 20 nm.
In contrast, the other experimental observations suggest
that the strength induced by dislocation activation still
increases even if d decreases to 20 nm [7,8]. So far, the
dominant deformation mechanism of NC metals has not
been clear yet.
Strain rate sensitivity (m) is an important dynamic
parameter for understanding the plastic deformation of
polycrystalline metals. In general, NC metals show a
higher m than that of coarse grain (CG) and ultrafine
grain (UFG) counterparts due to the enhanced GB-
mediated process. For NC Cu of d ~ 10 nm, the value
of m ~ 0.06 was ten times higher than that of CG Cu
and single grain Cu [9]. A higher m of 0.14 was reported
for NC Cu with d ~ 26 nm produced by electric brush
plating [10]. NC Ni also exhibited a higher m than that
of CG and UFG Ni during depth-sensing indentation
and tensile testing [11]. The increased m was attributed
to GB mediated process instead of dislocation activation.
In addition to d, it was found that the decreasing twin
thickness could also increase the m of NC metals [12].
In exceptional case, a negative m was observed for some
nanostructured Al alloy which was caused by the inter-
action between dislocations and solutes [13]. Recently, it
was found that monometallic NC tetragonal Ta also
exhibited negative m during indentation deformation
[14]. The main reason was believed to be the phase
transformation underneath the indenter. However, the
negative m of NC tetragonal Ta was not demonstrated
further by subsequent research. In our previous study
[15], a remarkable diffusion creep behavior has been
revealed for NC tetragonal Ta at room temperature
(RT). Nevertheless, the rate-controlling mechanism is
still not clear. The aim of this study is to reveal the
rate-controlling deformation mechanism of NC tetrago-
nal Ta films by nanoindentation.
Experimental method
Ta films of two different d were deposited on Si (111)
substrates in an inert environment of Ar gas by DC
magnetron sputtering using a 99.95% pure Ta target.
Before deposition, the Ta target was cleaned by sputter-
ing Ar for 30 min. All the substrates were sequentially
cleaned in an ultrasonic bath of acetone and alcohol.
The base and working pressure of the chamber were
kept at 6.0 × 10-5 and 1.4 Pa, respectively. The sputter-
ing power was maintained at about 250 W. During
deposition, the growth rate was 45 nm/min. By adjusting
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the total time of deposition, the thickness of the films
was kept at about 2 μm. Different temperatures of the
substrate at 300 K RT and 673 K were used for adjust-
ing the grain size of Ta. The microstructure of Ta films
was characterized by X-ray diffraction (XRD) using Cu
Ka radiation source and transmission electron micro-
scopy (TEM; JEM-2100).
Nanoindentation tests were performed at RT using a
TriboIndenter from Hysitron Inc., Minneapolis, MN,
USA, with a Berkovich diamond indenter with nominal
tip having a radius of curvature R of 150 nm. Hence,
the minimum depth for self-similar indentation was esti-
mated to be 9 nm, which was calculated from the equa-
tion R(1 - sin 70.3°) = 0.06R [16]. Displacement and
load resolution of the instrument were 0.1 nm and
100 nN, respectively. The indentation depth (h) was
controlled below 1/10 of the film thickness to eliminate
the substrate effect. In order to ensure the credibility of
the measurements, the drift measurement was per-
formed immediately before testing. Then, the drift rate
was calculated by linear regression of the displacement
versus time during the drift analysis. The rate was used
for correcting the indentation test data. For creep test-
ing, the specimens were first loaded to a peak load
(500-9000 μN) at a constant loading rate P = 5000
μN/s, and then the peak load was held constant for 40
s. Subsequently, the samples were unloaded to 10% of
the maximum load and held at the same constant load
for thermal drift correction. Apart from creep testing,
the samples were measured with maximum load of 9800
μN at different constant loading rates ranging from 1 ×
10-2 to 1 × 100/s without holding. Finally, the indenter
was withdrawn to zero load. For consistent results,
indentation tests at each load were repeated for at least
ten times.
Results and discussion
The XRD patterns of tetragonal Ta films are shown in
Figure 1. The (002) and (004) diffraction peaks of b
phases at 33.6° and 70.8° are found in Ta film prepared at
RT. As the sputtering temperature increases to 673 K,
the (002) and (004) peaks becomes more intensive, and
two more peaks are observed in b phase at (410) and
(202), while no peak is observed in a phase. This indi-
cates that the samples consist of almost 100% b phase. It
is noted that the two Ta films are not crystalline enough.
The value of d determined by XRD and TEM is in the
range of nanoscale. Even though the sputtering tempera-
ture reaches 673 K, the d is 20 nm, since the melting
point of Ta is as high as 3269 K [17]. In Figure 1, full
widths at half maximum (FWHM) of (004) peaks of Ta
films are found to be very large. The FWHM of (002)
peaks is smaller than that of (004) peaks, because (002) is
the main crystal plane for XRD. The results of this study
are consistent with those previously reported by Zhang et
al. [18]. The plan-view microstructures of tetragonal Ta
film with sputtering temperature of 300 and 673 K are
shown in TEM counterparts of Figure 1. The corre-
sponding selected area electron diffraction is shown at
the right bottom corner of TEM insets. It is found that
the grain size distribution is very uniform. The average d
of the two samples is estimated to be about 10 and
20 nm through TEM images, respectively. It is well
known that Scherrer equation is expressed by d = kl/
(bcos θ), where k is a constant (k = 0.9), l is the wave
length of the incident X-ray (l = 0.15418 nm for Cu Ka
radiation source), θ is Bragg angle, and b is the FWHM
of the diffraction peak [19]. The values of b of the Ta
films with sputtering temperature of RT and 673 K are
0.031 and 0.019, respectively. The grain sizes determined
by Scherrer equation are about 13 and 23 nm, which are
in agreement with TEM results.
It is useful to obtain the effect of strain/loading rate
on the mechanical response in revealing the deformation
mechanism of NC metals. The variations of load-depth
curves of NC Ta films of d = 10 and 20 nm with load-
ing rate change are shown, respectively, in Figure 2a,b.
Five different loading rates were performed for the rate
change testing. With the increased loading rate, in both
cases as shown in Figure 2a, b, a higher indentation
force is required to impose the same displacement. The
influence of loading rate on mechanical response
becomes more remarkable for Ta films with a smaller d
of 10 nm. This suggests that the reduced d can enhance
the rate sensitivity of NC Ta films. The applied
Figure 1 XRD patterns of the Ta films with different values of
d. The insets are the bright-field TEM images and the
corresponding selected area electron diffractions of the Ta films.
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indentation forces become much lower for a smaller d
at a given depth, which means Ta film with d of 10 nm
is of lower hardness. The hardness is determined by
means of the Oliver-Pharr method [20]. The inset in
Figure 3 shows the change of Young’s moduli (E) with
the strain rate. It is found that E is directly proportional
to d. As a result, E increases with d. These values are
slightly smaller than that of NC tetragonal Ta film with
larger d of 32.3 nm reported by Zhang et al. [18]. It is
believed that the stiffness of GB is lower than that of
grain interior. The decreased E may be associated with
the increased GB volume corresponding to decreasing d
[21,22]. In addition, as strain rate increases, E increase
in Ta films. The rate-sensitive modulus is contrary to
that of NC Au films reported by Jonnalagadda et al.
[23]. The elastic deformation usually encompasses both
elastic and anelastic behaviors, where the anelastic beha-
vior arising from atomic reconfigurations is time depen-
dent on a much longer scale, i.e., rate-dependent
behavior [24]. The GB-mediated process involving
atomic diffusion and dislocation generation results in
the anelastic behavior, which should be responsible for
the rate-sensitive modulus.
Hardness versus strain rate is plotted in Figure 3. In
both cases of d = 10 and 20 nm, the hardness increases
with the enhanced loading rate. Moreover, all the
plotted points of d = 10 nm show hardness lower than
that of d = 20 nm in Ta film. It is suggested that a soft-
ening behavior occurs as d decreases to 10 nm. The
loading rate sensitivity (ml) related to the thermally acti-
vation deformation behavior was examined by the defi-
nition of m H= ∂ ∂ln( ) / ln( ) , where H and  are the
hardness and strain rate, respectively [25]. The resultant
ml of Ta films with d of 10 and 20 nm are 0.05 and
0.02, respectively. As a result, it is concluded that the
magnitude of ml increases with the decrease of d.
In addition to ml, the creep strain rate sensitivity (mc)
was also determined from indentation creep testing. The
relation of ln (s) versus ln(  ) at peak load of 500 μN is
plotted in the inset of Figure 4, where s is indentation
stress. The mc can be determined by obtaining the slope
of the curves. The corresponding procedure is mentioned
in our previous study [15]. The mc of Ta films at different
values of h is shown in Figure 4. The mc increases with
the decreasing h at nanoscale, especially at h less than
about 80 nm, which exhibits an indentation size effect.
The diffusion along tip/sample interface process is
believed to be responsible for h-dependent mc. The diffu-
sion path along the tip/sample interface depends on h, and
it becomes weaker with the increasing h. This is consistent
Figure 3 Hardness versus strain rate of Ta films with d of 10
and 20 nm. The ml is determined from the slope of the lines. The
inset shows the Young’s modulus versus strain rate of Ta films with
different values of d.
Figure 2 Load-depth curves at different loading rates for the Ta films with different d; a d = 10 nm and b d = 20 nm.
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with the variation of the indent depth-dependent rate sen-
sitivity. Moreover, the magnitude of mc when d = 10 nm
of Ta film is much higher than that when d = 20 nm.
It should be noted that the values of both ml and mc
are positive, which is different from the negative m of
NC tetragonal Ta as reported by Wang et al. [14]. The
negative m is attributed to b-a phase transformation
underneath the indents. This negative m mainly occurs
as the loading rate is below the 200 μN/s. However, in
this research, most of the loading rates are higher than
the 200 μN/s which may induce positive m. Grain
refinement can often enhance m, especially when d
decreases to nanoscale [9]. The density of GB will signif-
icantly increase as d decreases to less than below 30 nm.
The volume percentage of GB is estimated as GB vol% =
100% - (d - dGB)
3/d3, where the dGB is the thickness of
GB [11]. So far, it is a controversy question with respect
to accurate determination the thickness of GB in NC
metals. Ranganathan et al. [26] estimated that the GB
region is only about 0.5 nm wide of the order of two to
three lattice plane spacing, while the GB thickness of
about 1 nm was reported by Meyers et al. [27]. In ref.
[11], it is suggested that the thickness of GB is about
seven lattice parameters. Thus, the thickness of GB of
tetragonal NC Ta was calculated to be about 3.7 nm. In
this study, considering the three values calculated above,
we selected an average value of about 2 nm as the thick-
ness of GB for tetragonal NC Ta. Considering the value
dGB = 2 nm, the volume percentages of GB at d of 10
and 20 nm are estimated to be about 48.8 and 27.1 vol
%, respectively. The enhanced GB density usually
advances GB-mediated process, such as Coble creep and
GB sliding. However, both ml and mc are much lower
than m = 0.5 expected for diffusion-controlled Coble
creep, and m = 1 for GB sliding mechanism [28,29].
Hence, GB diffusion and sliding are ruled out as domi-
nant deformation for the present NC Ta films.
The dislocation-mediated mechanism is thus consid-
ered as the rate-controlling deformation process. It is
well known that dislocation pile-up at GB is responsi-
ble for the grain refinement-induced hardening on CG
and UFG metals, as they exhibit a normal Hall-Petch
relation [30]. However, the resultant hardness decreases
as d decreases from 20 to 10 nm. Therefore, the disloca-
tion pile-up process is also excluded as the dominant
deformation mechanism. The reduction in hardness is
due to d in support of GB-mediated process, while the
low ml and mc relative to the Coble creep and GB slid-
ing process with a higher m challenges the GB diffusion
and sliding mechanism. It seems that there is an incon-
sistent conclusion obtained from the resultant hardness
and the rate sensitivity. It has been documented that the
transitional Frank-Read source inside the grain for dis-
location nucleation and multiplication becomes invalid
since the stress for their operation is inversely propor-
tional to the size of the sources, as the d decreases to
nano- and submicron-scale [31]. Instead, the GB can be
treated as the source of the dislocation emission and
nucleation which was demonstrated by TEM observa-
tion and MD simulation [32,33]. The dislocation emis-
sion is a rate-controlled process which could be
thermally activated from GB as the dislocation activa-
tion is often associated with GB diffusion and shuffling
of atom inside GB. One scenario is that the dislocation
emitted from a GB, traveled through the entire grain,
and wash eventually absorbed in the opposite GB [34].
The other scenario is imagined to be that the dislocation
bows out to a semicircle from the abundant GB source
and injects a lattice dislocation at a relative low stress
[35]. Meanwhile, the crack-induced stress concentration
was also in support of dislocation emission at a GB facet
[36], which may also induce a low nucleation stress for
GB dislocation. The enhanced GB process associated
with dislocation activation may be responsible for
reduced hardness with decreasing d. A model of “grain
boundary-affected zone” at and near the GB was pro-
posed to explain the enhanced rate sensitivity of NC Ni
[11]. The MD simulation indicates that the atoms at GB
are easier to deform than that inside the grain for NC
Cu and Ni [37,38]. For the present NC Ta films, the
volume percentage of the GB increases from 27.1 to
48.8 vol% as d decreases from 20 to 10 nm. In both
cases, the volume percentage of the GB is much higher
than that of the UFG/CG metals. Therefore, it is
believed that the enhanced GB-mediated processes
involving atomic diffusion and dislocation generation at
GB are responsible for the decreased hardness and
increased rate sensitivity with reduced d.
Figure 4 The mc versus indent depth for Ta films with d values
of 10 and 20 nm. The inset presents the relation between ln(σ)
and ln(  ) at the peak load of 500 μN.
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Conclusions
In summary, we have examined the rate sensitivity and
hardness of NC tetragonal Ta films by indentation creep
and loading rate change tests. It is suggested that ml and
mc increase with the decrease of d and h, respectively,
which exhibits a remarkable size effect. The hardness
becomes smaller as d decreases from 20 to 10 nm. The
Coble creep and GB sliding are excluded for dominant
deformation mechanism. Instead, GB activation processes
involving atomic diffusion and dislocation generation at GB
are enhanced to mediate the plastic deformation process.
Abbreviations
CG: coarse grain; FWHM: full widths at half maximum; GB: grain boundary;
NC: nanocrystalline; TEM: transmission electron microscopy; UFG: ultrafine
grain; XRD: X-ray diffraction.
Acknowledgements
The study presented in this article was jointly supported by the Ministry of
Science and Technology of China (2010CB631004, 2009GJC10032), the
Science and Technology Department of Jiangsu Province (BY2009148,
BE2009139), the Natural Science Foundation of China (11004098, 50831004,
51001060), and the Open Project Program of Xiangtan University (KF0910).
The authors also thank Mr. Syed Junaid Ali for his valuable help in
improving the manuscript.
Author details
1National Laboratory of Solid State Microstructures, Nanjing University,
Nanjing 210093, People’s Republic of China. 2Department of Material Science
and Engineering, Nanjing University, Nanjing 210093, People’s Republic of
China. 3Key Laboratory of Low Dimensional Materials and Application
Technology of Ministry of Education, Faculty of Materials and
Photoelectronics Physics, Xiangtan University, Xiangtan 411105, People’s
Republic of China.
Authors’ contributions
CZH designed the project of experiment, carried out the preparation of Ta
films, and drafted the manuscript. SQW performed microstructure
characterization including in XRD and TEM. HYL performed nanoindentation
testing. MXK participated in the design of the study and revised the
manuscript.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Received: 20 October 2010 Accepted: 1 March 2011
Published: 1 March 2011
References
1. Schiøtz J, Jacobsen KW: A Maximum in the Strength of Nanocrystalline
Copper. Science 2003, 301:1357.
2. Van Vliet KJ, Tsikata S, Suresh S: Model experiments for direct visualization
of grain boundary deformation in nanocrystalline metals. Appl Phys Lett
2003, 83:1441.
3. Giga A, Kimoto Y, Takigawa Y, Higashi K: Demonstration of an inverse
Hall-Petch relationship in electrodeposited nanocrystalline Ni-W alloys
through tensile testing. Scr Mater 2006, 55:143.
4. Jian SR, Chen GJ, Lin TC: Berkovich Nanoindentation on AlN Thin Films.
Nanoscale Res Lett 2010, 5:935.
5. Li JW, Ni YH, Wang HS, Mei JF: Effects of Crystalline Anisotropy and
Indenter Size on Nanoindentation by Multiscale Simulation. Nanoscale
Res Lett 2010, 5:420.
6. Rupert TJ, Gianola DS, Gan Y, Hemker KJ: Experimental Observations of
Stress-Driven Grain Boundary Migration. Science 2009, 326:1686.
7. Cheng S, Ma E, Wang YM, Kecskes LJ, Youssef KM, Koch CC, Trociewitz UP,
Han K: Tensile properties of in situ consolidated nanocrystalline Cu. Acta
Mater 2005, 53:1521.
8. Cao ZH, Lu HM, Meng XK, Ngan AHW: Indentation size dependent plastic
deformation of nanocrystalline and ultrafine grain Cu films at nanoscale.
J Appl Phys 2009, 105:083521.
9. Chen J, Lu L, Lu K: Hardness and strain rate sensitivity of nanocrystalline
Cu. Scr Mater 2006, 54:1913.
10. Jiang ZH, Liu XL, Li GY, Jiang Q, Lian JS: Strain rate sensitivity of a
nanocrystalline Cu synthesized by electric brush plating. Appl Phys Lett
2006, 88:143115.
11. Schwaiger R, Moser B, Dao M, Chollacoop N, Suresh S: Some critical
experiments on the strain-rate sensitivity of nanocrystalline nickel. Acta
Mater 2003, 51:5159.
12. Shen YF, Lu L, Dao M, Suresh S: Strain rate sensitivity of Cu with
nanoscale twins. Scr Mater 2006, 55:319.
13. Fan GJ, Choo H, Liaw PK, Lavernia EJ: Plastic deformation and fracture of
ultrafine-grained Al-Mg alloys with a bimodal grain size distribution.
Acta Mater 2006, 54:1759.
14. Wang YM, Hodge AM, Bythrow PM, Barbee TW Jr, Hamza AV: Negative
strain rate sensitivity in ultrahigh-strength nanocrystalline tantalum. Appl
Phys Lett 2006, 89:081903.
15. Cao ZH, Li PY, Lu HM, Huang YL, Zhou YC, Meng XK: Indentation size
effects on the creep behavior of nanocrystalline tetragonal Ta films. Scr
Mater 2009, 60:415.
16. Li H, Ngan AHW: Size effects of nanoindentation creep. J Mater Res 2004,
19:513.
17. Kwon KW, Lee HJ, Sinclair R: Solid-state amorphization at tetragonal-Ta/
Cu interfaces. Appl Phys Lett 1999, 75:935.
18. Zhang M, Zhang YF, Rack PD, Miller MK, Nieh TG: Nanocrystalline
tetragonal tantalum thin films. Scr Mater 2007, 57:1032.
19. Klug HP, Alexander LE: In Diffraction Procedures for Polycrystalline and
Amorphous Materials. Volume Chapter 9. New York: Wiley; 1974.
20. Oliver WC, Pharr GM: An improved technique for determining hardness
and elastic-modulus using load and displacement sensing indentation
experiments. J Mater Res 1992, 7:1564.
21. Kalkman AJ, Verbruggen AH, Janssen GCAM: Young’s modulus
measurements and grain boundary sliding in free-standing thin metal
films. Appl Phys Lett 2001, 78:2673.
22. Shamsutdinov NR, Böttger AJ, Thijsse BJ: Grain coalescence and its effect
on stress and elasticity in nanocrystalline metal films. Acta Mater 2007,
55:777.
23. Jonnalagadda K, Karanjgaokar N, Chasiotis I, Chee J, Peroulis D: Strain rate
sensitivity of nanocrystalline Au films at room temperature. Acta Mater
2010, 58:4674.
24. Baker SP, Vinci RP, Arias T: Elastic and anelastic behavior of materials in
small dimensions. MRS Bull 2002, 27:26.
25. Lucas BN, Oliver WC: Indentation power-law creep of high-purity indium.
Metall Mater Trans A 1999, 30A:601.
26. Ranganathan S, Divakar R, Raghunathan VS: Interface structures in
nanocrystalline materials. Scr Mater 2001, 44:1169.
27. Meyers MA, Mishra A, Benson DJ: Mechanical properties of nanocrystalline
materials. Prog Mater Sci 2006, 51:427.
28. Coble RL: A model for boundary diffusion controlled creep in
polycrystallinematerial. J Appl Phys 1963, 34:1679.
29. Luthy H, White RA, Sherby OD: Grain-boundary sliding and deformation
mechanism maps. Mater Sci Eng 1979, 39:211.
30. Meyers MA, Chawla KK: Mechanical Metallurgy: Principles and Applications
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall; 1984, 496.
31. Wolf D, Yamakov V, Phillpot SR, Mukherjee A, Gleiter H: Deformation of
nanocrystalline materials by molecular-dynamics simulation: relationship
to experiments. Acta Mater 2005, 53:1.
32. Hugo RC, Kung H, Weertman JR, Mitra R, Knapp JA, Follstaedt DM: In-situ
TEM tensile testing of DC magnetron sputtered and pulsed laser
deposited Ni thin films. Acta Mater 2003, 51:1937.
33. Derlet PM, Hasnaoui A, Van Swygenhoven H: Atomistic simulations as
guidance to experiments. Scr Mater 2003, 49:629.
34. Van Swygenhoven H, Derlet PM, Frøseth AG: Nucleation and propagation
of dislocations in nanocrystalline fcc metals. Acta Mater 2006, 54:1975.
35. Cheng S, Spencer JA, Milligan WW: Strength and tension/compression
asymmetry in nanostructured and ultrafine-grain metals. Acta Mater
2003, 51:4505.
36. Wang YM, Hamza AV, Ma E: Temperature-dependent strain rate sensitivity
and activation volume of nanocrystalline Ni. Acta Mater 2006, 54:2715.
Cao et al. Nanoscale Research Letters 2011, 6:186
http://www.nanoscalereslett.com/content/6/1/186
Page 5 of 6
37. Yamakov V, Wolf D, Phillpot SR, Gleiter H: Grain-boundary diffusion creep
in nanocrystalline palladium by molecular-dynamics simulation. Acta
Mater 2002, 50:61.
38. Van Swygenhoven H, Spaczer M, Caro A, Farkas D: Competing plastic
deformation mechanisms in nanophase metals. Phys Rev B 1999, 60:22.
doi:10.1186/1556-276X-6-186
Cite this article as: Cao et al.: The rate sensitivity and plastic
deformation of nanocrystalline tantalum films at nanoscale. Nanoscale
Research Letters 2011 6:186.
Submit your manuscript to a 
journal and benefi t from:
7 Convenient online submission
7 Rigorous peer review
7 Immediate publication on acceptance
7 Open access: articles freely available online
7 High visibility within the fi eld
7 Retaining the copyright to your article
    Submit your next manuscript at 7 springeropen.com
Cao et al. Nanoscale Research Letters 2011, 6:186
http://www.nanoscalereslett.com/content/6/1/186
Page 6 of 6
